C. Maithili Sounds 

The distinctive sounds (phonemes) of spoken Maithili 
are presented in Table 1 in phonetic notation. The 
label at the top of each column denotes the place 
in the mouth which the tongue touches in order to 
make the sound (the point of articulation). Variant 
forms (allophones) of these basic sounds are shown 
in the parentheses at the lower right of the Table. 
See pages xviii - xx for a list of the Roman symbols 
used to represent these sounds in the Vocabulary 
entries. Below, in section D, these basic sounds 
will be written between slash lines (/i/, /g/i etc.) 
for ease in phonemic identification. 

It is hypothesized that originally all Maithili 
words ended in a vowel. The Devanagari script, 
currently used for writing Maithili, supports this 
theory since every consonant symbol has a vowel 



xiii 

sound inherent in it. (Devanagari utilizes a modi- 
fied syllabic notation.) In the spoken Maithili of 
today many words no longer exhibit this fitial vowel, 
but it may still be heard in careful or slow speech. 
In the middle of a word the inherent vowel sound is 
commonly omitted, but it, too, may be heard in slow 
speech. It is usually perceived as a transitional 
vowel whose quality approximates the surrounding 
vocalic and consonantal environment. 

Consonants 



bilabial 

P 
ph 

b 

bh 

m 



dental 
t 

d 

d^ 

n 

s 

1 

V 

r 



retrof lexed 
alveolar 

t 

th 

d 

db 



alveo- 

palatal 

ti 



velar 

k 
kb 

S 
n 



Oral Vowels 



Var i ah t forms 



a 
All oral vowels have 
nasalized counterparts 



d (f) 

n (n, n) 

s (s, 1) 

8 (0) 



Table 1. Maithili sounds and their variants 
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D. How Maithili sounds are written (orthography) 
Until the early 1900 *s the Maithili language was 
written with the 'old script*, properly called 
'Tirhuta*, which is similar to the Bengali script. 
Since 1900 most literature has been published in 
the Devanagari script (which is also used for writ- 
ing Hindi, Marathi, Nepali, and, of course, Sans- 
krit languages). It is still a requirement for 
university students in Maithili studies to recognize 
the letters of the old script, but very few people 
these days are actually able to read or write it 
with any degree of fluency. 

Devanagari symbols conveniently represent most of 
the sounds (phonemes) pronounced by Maithili speak- 
ers by means of single graphs. In one instance, a 
digraph is used to represent a single sound /se/. 
Typically, the writers have used the a graph fol- 
lowed by the graph for ^. Alternatively, they have 
used the sequence of a and e graphs. In this Vocabu- 
lary the first option has been consistently chosen. 
Whenever the sequence a^ occurs it is to be pro- 
nounced /ae/. 

Many writers have sought to assign a distinctive 
graph to the £ variant of the phoneme /e/, usually 
adopting a symbol known as the 'avagraha*, not 
found in most standard Devanagari fonts. In this 
Vocabulary it is treated as if it were /a/ and 
therefore no distinctive graph is used to represent 
it. 

Metathesis * Words ending in a consonant plus short 
'i' in written Maithili, and in the spoken Maithili 
of the pre-modern period, have come to be pronounced 
with the final sequence of consonant plus /i/ meta- 
thesized, so that phonologically the /i/ precedes 
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the consonant. This results in a sequence of the 
vowel of the previous syllable plus the /i/, and is 
pronounced as a vowel glide. Hence, * pokhari is now 
pronounced /pokheir/ 'pond*, * cari is pronounced 
/cair/ 'four*, and * nandosi is pronounced /nandois/ 
'husband's sister's husband*. Written Maithili does 
not take this metathesis into account, but represents 
the original non-metathesiz-ed sequence, i.e. vowel 
plus consonant plus /i/. (The same phenomenon 
occurs, though with less frequency, with the short 
*u* vowel.) The retention of original spelling for 
this metathesized sequence is, of course, quite nor- 
mal practice in a language which has a long literary 
history. These non-phonemic spellings do not cause 
problems once readers are accustomed to them. In 
this Vocabulary, we have indicated both the tradi- 
tional and the phonemic spellings for each entry, 
where these are different. 

Overdiff erentiation . The distinction between long 
and short high front and high back vowel qualities, 
i and u, has been neutralized in modern Maithili 
pronunciation for most speakers. Similarly, there 
is no contrast in pronunciation between the sounds 
represented by the two kinds of graphs used for /r/. 
Hence, words in which these spelling distinctions 
are still preserved must be learned by rote, there 
being no basis in pronunciation itself for indica- 
ting which is to be written. In addition, there are 
a few cases where n, n, sh, and s graphs are pro- 
nounced as /n/, /n/, /s/, and /s/ respectively in 
colloquial Maithili. For example, bis 'poison' is 
pronounced A>is/. This may cause difficulty to new 
readers because they must learn two sets of graphs 
for a single pronunciation. However, in some cases 
the distinction is being neutralized in the writing 
system as well, with alternate spellings appearing, 
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using graphs interchangeably where the distinction 
has been neutralized in the spoken language. In 
many cases, of course, these same. graphs do indicate 
distinctive pronunciations (though not phonemically 
contrastive), as when they occur contiguous to other 
consonants pronounced at the alveopalatal and al- 
veolar retroflexed points of articulation. In this 
Vocabulary both the traditional and phonemic spel- 
lings are given, where these are different. 
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